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Matthew Curley 
Studies in Shape and Color: Paintings by Matt Curley 
Mark Malloy (Faculty sponsor) Art and Design Department 
 
Paintings completed over the course of two semesters serve as the basis for this art 
exhibition in the Winfisky Gallery at Salem State University’s Ellison Campus Center. 
Abstract paintings in a variety of media explore visual themes such as landscape and 
architecture and make up a series of large and small canvases, as well as shaped panels. 
Each painting’s color palette relates to the natural landscape, but the mostly geometric 
compositions reflect inspiration found in both geology and architecture. The larger works 
expand upon ideas established in the smaller, mostly acrylic paintings but use more 
varied media to create layers of visual information and texture. An artist statement will be 
displayed alongside the paintings in the gallery. The exhibition will give me an 
opportunity to present a coherent body of work to the school community.  
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Through the use of abstract geometric shapes, I use paint to reference forms found 
in landscape and architecture. Inspiration may be found in such places as university 
architecture or coastal rock formations. My process begins as a series of graphite 
drawings from observation of forms found in buildings or in nature. Through this series 
of studies, I reduce the observed forms to basic, often interlocking shapes. Sketches 
usually begin as detailed drawings and then progressively become more generalized. 
Shapes are simplified to varying degrees, sometimes to the point where they become 
merely arrangements on a grid. For instance, a building observed and sketched may later 
become a rectangular shape that is less specific. 
 Geometric abstraction offers me a means of referencing my source material 
through use of color and shape. I reference architectural forms in the shapes, while 
including palettes that reference place or mood. This past summer I studied painting 
under the direction of artist Sue Miller at the Fine Arts Work Center in Provincetown, 
Massachusetts.  Sue encouraged me to experiment more with geometric abstraction and 
to paint in that style. While previously I had been searching for a way to include 
references to all of my sources of inspiration, Sue showed me that I could be subtler in 
that regard. Shapes had previously appeared in my work, but never as the only means of 
abstraction. When I began simplifying my work to a series of shapes contained within a 
painting, I found a new form of artistic expression. After attending the Fine Arts Work 
Center, I became more focused on the style of painting I wanted to employ throughout 
the project, which gave me a better sense of how I wanted the project to look.  
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While the geometric shapes sometimes remain rigid, works can also appear more 
“painterly” through various means. Evidence of brush strokes, introduction of texture 
through mixed media, and use of a palette knife contribute to the surface. Evidence of the 
palette knife can often be seen in the build up of paint where two different shapes or 
colors meet. The incorporation of various types of mixed media is another technique I 
began to use in Provincetown. Cardboard and paper can be painted upon, using gel 
medium as a bond to the canvas. They form a layer on the canvas upon which thick paint 
can be applied. The texture found in these materials also makes reference to rectangular 
shapes and grid patterns. However, the texture and shape of corrugated cardboard does 
not necessarily define the edges of the painted shapes. Lines and shapes may run contrary 
to the shapes contained in the cardboard, which provide an underlying texture upon 
which to build.  
The painting titled, “Brewster” was one of the first paintings in this series to 
employ these techniques. This painting exemplifies my process because it was completed 
after a series of sketches from the vantage point of a hill on Brewster Street in 
Provincetown, overlooking the many rooftops below. The mixture of browns and greys in 
the painting come from the colors of the shingled roofs, while the composition is 
influenced by the confluence of angles created by the various rooftops and chimneys seen 
across the landscape. This painting became a springboard for the rest of the exhibition. 
Landscape is often embodied in this abstract sense, whereby its influence can be seen in 
the choice of color, or the composition, which references shapes observed in a specific 
place.  
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Many paintings attempt to capture a place or time in which they were created. The 
colors used often reflect this. Some paintings begin with already predetermined colors, 
while other paintings are influenced by whatever color is available when they are painted. 
Predetermined colors usually come from the source that inspires the painting. Works that 
are inspired by geology, for instance, may contain colors found within the rocks that I 
have observed. Eventually the painting begins to take on a more vibrant palette, as colors 
are intensified with each layer of acrylic or latex house paint. In addition, the titles often 
relate to the time or place in which the painting was created. Titles intend to show the 
personal resonance of the piece, while still relating to the subject matter.  
From the beginning of this project, I set out to complete a series of paintings that 
would show an abstract body of work, completed over the course of one year. The 
paintings eventually broke out of the four-sided frame of the canvas. The final painting 
completed for this exhibition, “Topple”, involves shapes that resemble rocks, cut out of 
wood panels and mounted together on the wall to form a larger composition. This 
painting uses the same visual vocabulary as the rest of the exhibition, but it expands upon 
those ideas, allowing the shapes to inhabit their own space outside of a canvas, and 
become part of an installation piece. This demonstrates how the project evolved from 
start to finish. All the pieces possess ideas from similar sources of inspiration. Over the 
course of the project, however, I found different ways of employing these ideas 
artistically. What resulted is a series of paintings that explore different approaches to 
consistent thematic ideas.  
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Brewster, 2012 acrylic on canvas 
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Chimney, 2012, acrylic on canvas 
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Layered Stripes, 2012 acrylic on canvas  
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Window, 2012, acrylic and charcoal on canvas  
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 Green Fields, 2012, mixed media on canvas  
 
 
July, 2012, mixed media on canvas  
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Cliff, 2013, acrylic on board  
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Sound, 2012, acrylic and graphite on canvas  
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Corner, 2012, acrylic on canvas  
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Sawtooth, 2012, acrylic on canvas  
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Topple, 2013, acrylic and latex paint on wood  
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Blocks, 2012, acrylic on canvas 
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 Untitled Diptych, 2013, acrylic and latex paint on door  
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Atlantic, 2013, mixed media on canvas  
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Above and Below, 2013; acrylic, latex, and inkjet print on canvas 
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Stop Motion, 2013, acrylic and latex paint on canvas  
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 Photo credits: Kim Mimnaugh  
 
